From the classic 1999 underground anthology, PHANTASM: OBLIVION, officially authorized by Don Coscarelli 


Phantasm: Red Planet 


By Richard Elkin 


In the fourth PHANTASM film, PHANTASM: OBLIVION, 
it was clearly established that the dimensional forks of the Tall Man could 
be used for time travel, as we saw Mike and Jody travel into both the past 
and the future. 
But for what purposes would the Tall Man be using time travel, and 
could these portals in time be used as a weapon against him? 
The events in the following tale take place immediately following the 
conclusion of 
PHANTASM: OBLIVION. 
Witness as Reggie continues his vengeful pursuit of the 


Tall Man through the boundaries of time .... 


Chapter 1 


Reggie could not remember that his friend Mike lay dying upon the hot 
sands of Death Valley. Nor could he remember the events leading up to his 
friend's demise, or his decision to pursue the Tall Man through the 


dimensional fork after he had ripped the gold sphere from Mike's skull. 


A vague echo of a memory may have lingered in the back of his mind, but 
no clear recollections. And it annoyed him, teasing at him. Random visions 
of nonsensical, nightmarish things he knew he should write off as 
fragments of a beer sloshed dream from the night before. But still, it 
bothered him, and being bothered was the last thing in the world Reggie 
wanted on a beautiful night like this. He was a young man again, sitting 
behind the wheel of his ice cream truck, looking dapper in the white pants 
and shirt, black leather vest and bow tie of his ice cream vendor apparel. 
The summer night breeze toyed with his ponytail and the canned jingle 


from the truck tickled his ears. 


He felt good, too. His body and mind were free of the aches and scars from 
the battles with the Tall Man that had yet to happen. He had returned to a 
time of innocence where all was right with the world.Or was it?As he slowly 


cruised the empty downtown streets, Reggie caught sight of a solitary 


young boy standing near the street. He knew who it was instantly, as it was 
his routine to let his friend Jody's little brother Mike ride along with him on 
his route. Reggie pulled the truck aside, allowing Mike to climb aboard as 
he had hundreds of times in the past. This time, though, Reggie could not 


shake the feeling, however elusive, that something was out of place. 


Something was terribly wrong. 


As they drove, Reggie became increasingly anxious. He thought he could 
hear a voice beckoning to him on the breeze. "Did you hear something?" 


he asked his fourteen year old passenger. 


After a long moment of silence, Mike finally responded, "It's just the wind . . 


. It's just the wind." 


There was a distance and uncertainty in the boy's voice that did not suit his 


usual headstrong, confident demeanor. 


Reggie slowed the truck, eventually bringing it to a complete halt alongside 
the curb. He then flipped a switch on the small metal box mounted at the 
top of the windshield frame. The canned ice cream jingle cut off into 
silence. Mike turned to face Reggie, a blank expression upon his face. 


"Why did you turn the music off?" Mike asked. 


"| dunno," Reggie replied cautiously. "Do you want me to turn it back on?" 


"Yeah. | like it." 


Reggie stared at Mike incredulously. 


"You like it?" he asked. "Well, gee, that's funny, Mike, because you never 
liked that shit before. In fact, every day before now you used to beg me to 


shut it off." 


Mike said nothing and continued to stare at Reggie. 


Out of the corner of his eye, Reggie caught a glimpse of a single figure 
moving in the darkness ahead, just outside of the range of his truck's 
headlights. It was a man, tall and lanky, with a gold chrome sphere in his 


hands. 


Turning to focus on the figure ahead and identifying him instantly, Reggie's 
mind snapped back into crystal lucidity. The spell had been broken. The 


memories had returned in force. 


"Oh, shit," he cursed under his breath. He began to quickly search the cab 
of the truck, reaching behind and under the seats. His trusted four-barreled, 


‘dwarf killer’ shotgun was nowhere to be found, even though he was sure 


he had it with him when he left Mike behind in the desert to hunt the Tall 


Man. 


The effigy of the young Mike sitting next to Reggie had also shifted his gaze 
towards the tall figure crossing the street in the distance ahead of them. 
Though no sound came from the boy's mouth, Reggie watched as his lips 


formed a single word: "Father." 


Horrified, Reggie tumbled out of the truck, landing clumsily on the 
pavement below. Quickly rising to his feet, he dashed toward the back of 
the truck, only to stop suddenly as the sounds of growling and rapidly 


scurrying feet presented themselves. 


Reggie turned again and began to sprint up the street ahead of him. After 
getting about fifty feet from the vehicle, he again froze in his tracks as the 
Tall Man casually walked into his path. The beam of the headlights glanced 
off the highly polished surface of the sphere in his hands, reflecting light 


upon his face and giving it an even more ghostly pallor than usual. 


Properly armed, in this situation Reggie would have considered his odds of 
survival to be decent. Unarmed, and surrounded by the Tall Man, a sphere 


and a potential army of dwarves, there were virtually no odds to speak of. 


"You've got something | want, asshole!" Reggie shouted at the approaching 
figure. What the hell, he figured, reflecting on the boldness of his 
statement. He sincerely doubted he could piss off the Tall Man any more 


than he had already. 


The Tall Man stopped his advance, a hint of a smile tracing his face as he 
stared at the ice cream vendor in the not-so-distant distance. One of his 
eyes squinted malevolently as he sized up his opponent. He then lifted the 
sphere and held it aloft in front of him, challenging Reggie to come forward 


to try to take it from him. 


"Is this what you are looking for, small man?" the undertaker's voice 


boomed. "I'm afraid that this is all that's left of your friend." 


Reggie shook his head. "You're wrong. He's right back there." 


Reggie turned to look back at the truck. It, along with the effigy of Mike, was 
gone, as was the street he had just driven up and the storefronts he had 
just passed. Only complete darkness and a dimensional fork remained in 
the spot where the truck was parked. The idling of the engine had now 


become the dull hum of the energy flowing through the chromed fork. 


And still, there was the horrendous sounds of the dwarves, looming ever 


nearer. 


Reggie returned his gaze to the Tall Man before him. The street and 
buildings ahead had also vanished, leaving the two men standing in the 


blackened void of oblivion. 


"I wish to make you an offer, ice cream man," the Tall Man said sharply, his 
partially closed eye snapping open for emphasis. "You have become an 
increasingly annoying . . . inconvenience to me, and | no longer wish to 


include you in my games." 


Reggie chuckled nervously. "Yeah? Well, just give Mike back to me and 


we'll call it even, okay?" 


The Tall Man smiled and lovingly cradled the sphere in his hands, like a 


pet. 


"| am willing to place you back at the time in your history before you 
encountered me. You will be reunited with your friends and family, and you 
will never see me again. | will have only been a nightmare which fades with 


the morning light." 


"No way," Reggie replied, shaking his head. "I'm on to your tricks. Nothing 
you deal in is real. The Mike | was just with, the truck, everything around us 
... it was all bullshit. No, | want something real, not your sick little 


fantasies. | want that ball you're holding." 


The Tall Man's smile diminished. 


"The vessel is not yours to take, fool. It is mine. He is mine. | have waited a 
very long time for this boy." He relinquished his grip on the sphere and it 
gently hovered near his shoulder. "Perhaps you would like to see a 


demonstration of his loyalty to me?" 


Three serrated, pronged blades sprang forth in unison from the body of the 


sphere as it took flight towards Reggie. 


Screaming, the balding man turned and sprinted for the nearby dimensional 
fork. The fork was Reggie's only means of escape from the lethal sentinel 
closing in rapidly from behind and the large cluster of dwarves which, he 


knew, were waiting for him somewhere in the darkness. 


‘Only twenty steps more,’ he thought, 'and I'm free.’ 


The persistent whine of the marauding gold sphere had reached a fever 


pitch, its tone drowning out the hum of the fork which was practically within 


Reggie's grasp. He resisted the temptation to turn and see how close the 
sentinel was to him, fearing that as soon as he would turn, the razor sharp 


blades would be burrowed deep in his skull. 


‘Almost there!’ His mind screamed. 


No sooner had he finished that thought than a small, brown sleeved hand 
shot from the darkness, grabbing his ankle and tripping him to the hard 
blackness under his feet. Instantly, the dwarf was upon him, savagely 
clamping its rows of sharpened teeth into the Achilles tendon of Reggie's 
right foot. Mind-numbing pain swept through his body, yet he did not cry 


out. He continued to struggle towards the fork. 


Adjusting its trajectory towards its fallen target, the sohere arced downward 
sharply, slamming itself into the soft, corrupted flesh of the dwarf attacker's 
back. The force of the impact brutally pried the misshapen figure from 

Reggie's damaged leg, allowing him a precious moment to muster enough 


strength to plunge headfirst through the portal. 
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Chapter 2 
Reggie hit hard against the rocky ground as he tumbled from the 
dimensional fork. A wave of pain shot through his spine as he rolled with 


his momentum, landing against the "dwarf killer" strapped to his back. 


There was no time to wallow in the pain. Reggie was a soldier, and this was 


a drill he knew all too well from his prolonged war with the Tall Man. 


Objective One: Close the gate. It was always disorienting coming through 
the forks. There was no way of immediately knowing where, or when, he 
had emerged, but one thing was sure; someone, or something would be 


following him. 


Reggie scrambled to his feet and lunged for the fork from which he just 
came. The whine of the approaching sphere could be heard from the space 
between the chrome poles. Without hesitation, he slammed his palms down 


upon the tops of the poles, jumping back as they dematerialized. 


This would be his first opportunity to catch a quick breath. 


Objective Two: Ascertain locale and time frame. 


Reggie could hear the distant sounds of gunfire and the concussion of an 


occasional grenade explosion. He looked up at the sky and saw that it was 


the color of orange flame splashed with red. The air around him was dry 


and hot. 


Corpses of fallen soldiers and dwarves littered the horizon and he could 
spot faraway glints of silver streaking the sky as "squadrons" of sentinel 


spheres descended to join the battle. 


Reggie was grateful that he had emerged when he did. Twenty four hours 
earlier and he could have stepped into the heart of the battle, tracer fire or 
a flock of attacking spheres cutting him down before coming all the way 


through the fork. 


The sky was always a good gauge of the time frame he was in. From its 
hue, and from the looks of the armaments on the soldiers' bodies around 


him, he could tell it was early in the war; maybe 2010 or 2015 Earth. 


Objective Three: Gather supplies and munitions. 


Reggie could not have been more fortuitous in his arrival here even if he 
had planned it. Everything he needed lay before him; Guns, ammunition, 
grenades, "breather" masks and a change of clothes. He loathed the idea 


of stealing clothes from the dead, but the tattered remnants of his once 
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white pants and black leather vest were badly in need of replacing. His 


white shirt he had lost long ago. 


He began to survey the carnage before him in search of a fallen soldier 
whose size approximated his own. It did not take long before he had found 
a match; the body of young Corporal Rodriguez would serve his needs 
perfectly. Outside of some minor surface grime, the soldier's uniform and 
accompanying body armor were in good shape. The young soldier had lost 
his life to a sphere, his forehead exhibiting three small puncture wounds, 


his blood pooled and coagulated a good ten feet away from the corpse. 


Reggie moved quickly, yet cautiously as he stripped the black armor and 
outer clothing from the body. He was careful not to lean against the body or 
exert any undue pressure against it. He had seen bodies literally burst 
open from the internal gases accumulated from decomposition. In one such 
experience in the past, a shower of maggots had accompanied the 
explosion, covering Reggie with the squirming parasites. The hot, arid 
climate of the corrupted planet Earth was conducive for decay and plague, 


and it was getting worse by the minute. 


Having removed all of the soldier's outer garments, Reggie stripped out of 


his own dilapidated rags and began to change. Slipping into the soldier's 
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socks, Reggie barely even noticed the scar above his right heel from where 
the dwarf had bit him all those years ago. The tendon had healed as well 
as could be expected without the benefits of proper medical attention. To 
this day, he still walked with a slight limp, but the pain that had 


accompanied it dissipated years ago. 


The uniform was a surprisingly good fit; a little baggy, perhaps, but he 
favored his clothing loose. Easier to move in. And at fifty years of age, at 


his best estimate, he needed all the mobility he could get. 


He struggled momentarily with the chestplate of the armor, confounded by 
the buckles and closure which were rapidly becoming lost in the length of 
graying hair flowing down his back. Once fastened, the armor vest gave 
him a far greater sense of security. It was definitely bulky, but he was 
grateful for having it. An added measure of protection for, what he hoped 


would be, his final assault upon the Tall Man. 


Now finally suited up, he began his search for supplies, all of which were 
there for the taking. In a matter of minutes Reggie was fully armed and 
ready for battle. From his uniform hung myriad armaments; grenades, 
bandoleers of both shotgun shells and bullets, a .38 semi-automatic pistol 


and a "breather" face mask. For the time period, the lightweight mask was 
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the state-of-the-art breathing system which, with two fully loaded 
condensed oxygen canisters, would supply the wearer with breathable air 


for one hour. 


A priceless commodity for his ultimate destination. To find a dimensional 
fork which would spirit him to that destination could be a challenge, though, 


especially without a means of transportation. 


Reggie wished for the 'Cuda right now. He lamented the fate of his prized 
muscle car on an almost daily basis, the vision of its charred husk 
smoldering upon the remains of the I-65 expressway outside of 
Indianapolis forever etched upon his brain. Another casualty of war in the 


battle against the Tall Man and his legions of the undead. 


Reggie managed to take small consolation in the fact that not long after the 
car's demise, the nation's fuel supply finally dried up, which spelled doom 


for the 'Cuda as surely as the explosion did. 


"Better to burn out than fade away." Reggie smiled slightly at the 
recollection of the line from the song, but could not remember the title or 


the artist. Christ, it's hell getting old. 
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In his past experiences with the Tall Man, Reggie had learned that the 
gateways to his destination were always in "dead houses;" morgues, 
mausoleums and other locales that facilitated quick processing and 
transport of the dead. On at least a couple of occasions in the past he had 
accidentally slid between the chrome poles of the forks to find himself in the 


hot, crushing, crimson atmosphere of the Red Planet. 


The next time he would emerge there would not be by accident. 


The Red Planet was clearly the base of operations for the Tall Man and his 
unholy schemes, whatever they were. After all his years of war with the 
undertaker, Reggie had gained no real insight into the Tall Man's objectives. 
If anything, he was more confused and disoriented now than ever; having 
traveled time through the forks so often and constantly dealing with realities 
which became nightmares, or vice versa. He had often considered that 
there was a very real possibility he had gone insane somewhere along the 
road. But in a world gone insane, Reggie was a perfect fit. And after 


surviving as long as he had, he was clearly doing something right. 


Satisfied with his armaments and clothing, Reggie began to walk, taking a 
brief moment first to remove the "RODRIGUEZ" name patch off his uniform. 


He laid it upon the fallen soldier's chest as a small, but sincere memorial. 
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Reggie was heading east, the only direction that indicated any remains of 
civilization upon the horizon. Tiny silhouettes of the buildings of an 
obliterated city poked into the orange sky, traces of smoke still wafting from 


many of the wounded monoliths. 


He guessed that it might be the ruins of Pittsburgh, or maybe Philadelphia. 
He had noticed on Corporal Rodriguez’ dogtags that he was part of the 
Pennsylvania infantry, so it stood to reason that he was standing in what 


remained of the Keystone State. 


Wherever he was, he was a good day's hike from the city- a prospect made 


more bearable by the new boots upon his feet. 


As he walked, the sounds of the distant battle faded into nothingness, 
leaving him in the silence of a void. He actually preferred the sounds of the 
gunfire and explosions to the silence that now enveloped him. At least in 
the chaos, he knew he was not alone in his struggle. Here in the 
wastelands, the dead were his only companions, and that concept never 


failed to chill him to the bone. Even in the blinding heat. 


Faraway flashes of lightning began to brighten the western sky. A storm 


was moving in and Reggie quickened his pace towards the city. 


Reggie had become frustrated. 


Chapter 3 
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He had been inside the ruins of Pittsburgh for what had seemed like an 


eternity; searching, coming up empty and then searching some more. 


The cemeteries, funeral homes and City Morgue had indeed been stripped 
of their dead. The Tall Man had clearly made the jump to large scale 
pillaging with grace - now taking over big cities when, at one time, he 
preferred a covert means of operation, targeting small and isolated towns. 
All the evidence of his occupation of the city was there; the vacant graves, 


the bloodstained streets, the ever present stench of death. 


But despite all of the calling cards left by the Tall Man and his minions, 
Reggie could find no evidence of a "loading dock," as he called them, in 
any of the "dead houses" he had searched. Not a trace of the pristine white 
rooms used to house a single dimensional fork. No sign of the stacks upon 
stacks of black canisters containing dwarves ready for their journey to 


enslavement on the Red Planet. 


It has to be here somewhere, he reasoned. It has to be. He was wandering 
aimlessly, exhausted and in great danger of losing his tenuous grip upon 
hope for his mission. With weary legs and aching feet, he maneuvered his 


body to the relative comfort of a wooden bench outside the entrance to St. 
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Anthony's Hospital. The bench's lacquered finish was scorching hot from 


the heat outside. 


The hospital, he thought to himself, stirring with a revelation. 


The hospital should have a morgue, too. 


It hadn't occurred to him previously to check the hospital. He had already 
searched the City Morgue to no avail, taking it for granted that it was the 


only morgue action in town. 


He rose from the bench and walked to the sliding glass doors of the 
hospital entrance. It was a struggle prying the heavy doors apart enough to 
where he could squeeze through, but he managed. The temptation to 
simply blast through the glass panes had been great, but it would be far too 
risky to cause that kind of commotion. The slightest creak of a floorboard or 
the closing of a door could be an open invitation for attack by a sentinel 


sphere, or a dwarf, or worse. 


The lobby of the hospital was dark and in total disarray. At one point in time 
it had probably been used as a makeshift triage station, as evidenced by 
the overturned stretchers, bandages and dried up transfusion bags littering 


the floor. 
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Reggie used the beam of the flashlight affixed to the top of the "dwarf killer" 
to navigate his way through the stifling darkness. He soon came upon a 


doorway leading to a stairwell. 


Cautiously, he opened the door and began to walk downward into the 


nether regions of the hospital. 


Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Reggie was confronted with yet another 
door, only this one was boarded up and nailed shut. Whoever the 
handyman was that did the work had done a helluva job. There were at 
least ten big, sturdy boards covering the door frame. A large white cross 


was crudely spray painted across the lumber. 


Reggie got the uneasy feeling that the handyman was not trying to keep 
anyone out, but to seal something in.He began prying the boards off one at 
a time, using the four barrels of the shotgun as a crowbar. Finishing the last 
board, Reggie breathed in deeply and slowly opened the door. The stench 
that assaulted him made his eyes burn and elevated a sizable mass of bile 
into his throat. He tried to cough it up quietly, but was not entirely 
successful. He instinctively reached for his "breather" mask, but ultimately 


resisted. 


Now is not the time. 
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Reggie had, indeed, found the hospital's morgue, and much more. The 
doorway to the morgue was directly across from the stairwell, the hallway 
running in-between stacked high on both sides with decaying corpses. The 
floor of the hallway was slick with rot and appeared to be in perpetual 
motion due to a coating of writhing maggots. Swarms of mature flies 
buzzed around Reggie's head, frolicking in the stench. Above the buzz of 


the flies could be heard a distinctly familiar humming sound. 


Stepping into the hallway, the gore squishing beneath his boots, Reggie 
could clearly see the sterile white walls and vibrating chrome poles of the 
dimensional fork in the morgue ahead of him. Moving stealthily, he 
traversed the hallway and stepped into the transport room/morgue, the 


"dwarf killer" trained directly before him. 


The room was like all the other transport rooms he had encountered 
before. Though there was no apparent light source, the room was almost 
blindingly white, featureless and utterly alien in design. The swarms of flies 


in the hallway did not dare venture forth into the room. They knew better. 


It was clear to Reggie that this particular "loading dock" had already served 
its purpose and was now obsolete, judging from the lack of dwarf canisters. 


A single canister lay overturned on its side near the fork, its lid ajar and 
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leaking a viscous, clear liquid upon the otherwise pristine floor. Reggie 
stepped closer towards the canister and peered through the small glass 
window at the top. He could see a slight fluttering motion accompanied by a 


faint whimper/growl. 


Taking no chances, Reggie took a step back and fired at the canister, 
splattering the wall with thick yellow blood, shreds of brown fabric and 
various sized fragments of the canister's casing. He quickly opened the 
shotgun, ejected the spent shells and reloaded, constantly checking over 


his shoulder to make sure he hadn't attracted anyone's attention. 


He hadn't. 


He walked to the front of the dimensional fork and lowered himself to his 
knees. Bracing himself by grabbing hold of both poles at their midpoints, he 
cautiously pushed his head into the rift to see what awaited him on the 
other side. To an outsider, the vision of Reggie kneeling at the gate, his 
body intact except for his displaced head, would border upon the comical. 
After a few moments of investigation, Reggie's head re-emerged in the 
transport room, safely attached to his shoulders. He was sweating 
profusely and gasping for air, but, in spite of his discomfort, he was 


pleased. 
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His search was over. 


He slipped the "breather" mask over his flushed face and activated the dual 


oxygen cartridges positioned on opposite sides of the mask. 


Before stepping through the fork, Reggie removed a grenade from his belt, 
pulled the pin and let it fall to the floor. As he stepped through the portal, he 
smiled with satisfaction as he heard the momentary sound of the explosion 


and watched as the fork behind him disappeared permanently. 


No turning back now... 


Reggie was falling; the sky burning red around him, the sandy ground of 


the Red Planet an indeterminate distance below him. 


It felt as though he had been falling for hours, though he knew in his heart 


he had walked through the fork only seconds ago. 


"FIFTY-NINE MINUTES REMAINING." The mask confirmed what he 
already knew. It had a built-in audio unit to remind its wearer of the 


remaining availability of oxygen. 


Fifty-nine minutes to do what | haven't been able to do in a lifetime, Reggie 


thought dejectedly. 
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With stunning ferocity, the ground suddenly rushed towards Reggie. He had 
no time to prepare himself for the impact as his body struck and rolled upon 
the gritty terrain. The wind was knocked out of him and he was sore, but, 


remarkably, he was unhurt for the most part. 


He struggled to rise to his feet, the Red Planet's crushing gravity making it 
an even greater chore. He had landed in a rocky area littered with 
long-abandoned dwarf canisters; the silhouettes of their twisted, robed 
occupants speckling the horizon in all directions. It seemed as though they 
were watching Reggie, yet they exhibited no aggression towards him. They 


merely acknowledged his presence and carried on with their labors. 


Accustomed to their usually vicious demeanor, Reggie was perplexed. 
Perplexed, but grateful. The "dwarf killer" felt as though it weighed a good 
fifty pounds in the planet's gravity. The less he would have to wield it, the 


better. 


He began to walk. 


Chapter 4 


"FORTY-FIVE MINUTES REMAINING." 
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Reggie trudged wearily through the burning sands, searching desperately 


for something- anything- that might lead him to the Tall Man. 


Then he saw it. 


Upon the horizon, a small cluster of dwarves disappeared into an opening 
in the sand. Unfazed by the dwarves' presence, Reggie rushed towards the 


opening. 


The orifice was round, approximately eight feet in diameter and was 
breathtakingly deep. A path of highly polished metal lined the floor of the 
tunnel, its rocky depths glowing with an ethereal red light. Reggie could 
hear the scurrying and scratching of massive amounts of dwarf activity from 


the bowels of the tunnel. 


Not much time, he thought. With his shotgun leading the way, Reggie 


began his foray into the depths. 


It was notably cooler inside the than tunnel than it was on the surface. The 
further he descended, the more bearable the temperature became. As he 
proceeded, he passed several other smaller tunnels under construction in 
varying degrees of completion. Inside these smaller tunnels, small teams of 


dwarves dug at the surrounding rock and sand; some using crude tools to 
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accomplish their work, others simply clawing at the softer material with their 


withered and bloodied hands. 


‘That's just fuckin’ great,’ Reggie thought. 'All those years of killing and 
pillaging and graverobbing just so these little bastards can play and dig 


tunnels in the sand. 


‘Reggie became more impressed as he continued, however. The network of 
tunnels was extensive and elaborate. Many of the more completed tunnels 
were lined with thousands of small holes. On occasion, Reggie would catch 
a glimpse of sentinel spheres drifting in and out of the holes. He gathered 
that many of these tunnels served as hangar bays for the flying weapons. 
Oddly enough, not even the spheres took much notice of Reggie as he 


continued to walk the metal path of the main tunnel. 


"THIRTY MINUTES REMAINING." 


The high pitched whine of an approaching sphere caught Reggie's 
attention. It was coming from the tunnel behind him. He pushed his body up 
against the wall of the tunnel and readied the shotgun for the imminent 
attack. A single gold sphere slowly floated into view and gently approached 
Reggie. Remembering the gold sphere that contained Mike's soul, Reggie 


resisted the temptation to pull the triggers and obliterate the sphere. The 
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chromed orb gently drifted and bobbed in front of Reggie's face. He did not 


feel threatened in any way. 


"Don't be afraid, Reg. It's me . . . Mike," the sphere said in Mike's voice. Not 
audibly, but a whisper in the back of Reggie's mind. Reggie lowered the 


barrels of the gun and smiled. 


"Holy shit, Mike! | can't believe | found you!" he whispered in elation. 


"You said you would come back for me," the sphere said. "You always were 


a man of your word. | could always count on you." 


"Yeah, well don't mention it." Reggie looked around and noticed that the 
"hangar" tunnels were beginning to buzz with sphere activity, like angry 
hornet nests. "Hey, why don't we get the fuck outta here, buddy. | don't 


have much time." 


The gold sphere slowly drifted past Reggie further into the tunnel, 


beckoning him to follow. 


"Come with me, Reg," it said as it continued its slow flight. "There's 


something | have to show you first." 


Reluctantly, Reggie followed the sphere deeper into the tunnel, which soon 


came to an end with a large polished metal door blocking the way. An 
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equally polished metal plaque featuring a round indentation and three small 
slots was directly adjacent to the door. The sphere floated in front of the 


plaque. 


"This is where it all begins, Reg," the sphere whispered, "and | am the key." 


Three serrated blades ejected from the sphere as it thrust itself into the 
plaque, the blades keying into the slots. The huge metal door suddenly slid 
open, accompanied by a gush of wind from within. The sphere dislodged 
itself from the locking mechanism and drifted into the chamber, Reggie 


following closely behind. 


The room was cavernous, filled with an overwhelming array of ancient, 
lifeless mechanisms and machinery from a world long dead. In the center 
of the room rose two towering, antenna-like structures which appeared to 
serve as a conduit between the other pieces of machinery. Thousands of 
silver spheres gracefully glided around and over the mechanical 


behemoths. 


As Reggie surveyed his surroundings in awe, the large metal door behind 
him sealed shut with a reverberating slam. He spun to face the door, 
prepared to blast at it with the shotgun. The weapon flew from his hands, 


stripped away by an unseen force. 
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"You fool. You should have accepted my offer." 


Reggie turned slowly to see the source of the terrible, yet familiar, voice. 
The Tall Man lashed his large hand out at Reggie, catching him by the 


throat and lifting him off the ground. 


"| could have returned you to a place of happiness from your youth, a place 
far away from all of this," the Tall Man said, his left eye closing slightly. "But 
you chose to continue playing the game. You chose to hunt me... "The 
Tall Man tossed Reggie to the floor effortlessly, the gold sphere hovering 


near the undertaker's shoulder. 


"FIFTEEN MINUTES REMAINING." 


The shotgun was far out of Reggie's reach. He looked down at the grenade 
hanging from his belt. No sooner did he look at it than it, too, was stripped 
from him, flying into the Tall Man's grasp. He smiled slightly as he crushed 


the grenade within his hand. 


"| have not spent all of this time preparing this planet for colonization only to 
have you ruin it now, ice cream man," the Tall Man sneered. "I do have a 


surprise for you, though. It is time you met the others . . . before you die." 
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With a motion of his hand, the Tall Man guided the gold sphere to a control 
panel residing between the twin poles of the conduit. A mechanism similar 
to the lock outside the door was mounted at the center of the panel. The 


gold sphere appeared reluctant to connect. 


"Do not fight me, boy," the Tall Man threatened. "We are at the threshold. 


Our world is about to be reborn. 


"Unable to resist the force of the undertaker's will, the sphere engaged with 


the control mechanism. 


"TEN MINUTES REMAINING." 


A nerve-shattering vibration permeated the room as the once darkened 
machines erupted with life. The conduit towers pulsed with power, 
humming with the grossly amplified tone of the dimensional forks Reggie 
had come to know all too well. He didn't know who or what was about to 


emerge from this oversized fork, but he sure as hell didn't want to find out. 


"lam the key..." Mike's voice resonated within Reggie's aching head. 
The Tall Man stood in front of the fork, anticipating the arrival of the 


"others." 
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Reggie lifted his baggy pant leg and reached into his boot for the 
semi-automatic he had stashed there. Withdrawing the weapon, he 
struggled to take aim upon the gold sphere locked into the control console. 


His vision was blurring as the vibration scrambled his brains. 


"FIVE MINUTES REMAINING." 


"I'm so sorry, Mike," he whispered under his breath. The gun discharged, 
the shot bouncing harmlessly off the console surface. The Tall Man turned 
his attention back to Reggie just as he fired a second shot. The bullet 


pierced the sphere, blasting it into a million microscopic fragments. 


The mind-splitting tones and vibrations of the machinery and fork were 
silenced instantly, replaced by a dull rumble which seemed to emanate 
from the very core of the planet. The rocky walls and floor of the chamber 
began to split open violently, sucking both the machinery and the Tall Man 
into the hellish depths below. Overhead, the spheres halted in mid-flight 
and plummeted to the ground; some exploding upon contact, spraying 
fragments of hot metal in all directions. Reggie's body armor had become a 
priceless commodity, its denseness protecting him from the invading 


shrapnel. 
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He managed to dodge a large crevasse which had tore open under his feet. 


He sprinted for the large metal door, which had collapsed in the havoc. 


As he bolted through the disintegrating tunnel trying to make his escape to 
the surface, Reggie observed that, despite the chaos ensuing around them, 
the dwarves continued their laborious digging. As slaves, they had been 
conditioned by the Tall Man for the sole purpose of laboring. Any thoughts 
of self-preservation were removed from them along with the rest of their 
minds by the undertaker. Reggie almost laughed at himself for allowing a 


trace of pity for the pathetic creatures to tug at his heart. 


"OXYGEN SUPPLY DEPLETED." 


Moments after emerging again on the surface, the tunnel collapsed in upon 
itself. Reggie was out of breath from his desperate run, and he had no air 


left to breathe from the mask. 


The Red Planet was not completely devoid of oxygen, but it was close. The 
years of corruption and war and plague at the hands of the Tall Man had 
taken its toll upon the planet. The shift in its orbit had practically written its 


epitaph, sending it painfully close to the fiery red blaze of the sun. 
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Reggie removed the now worthless mask, his dry white hair cascading 
down his back. The last jump through the fork in the hospital morgue had 
put Reggie many years into the future and had left him a dying old man in 


the middle of a dying old world. 


He breathed in deeply and managed to find a few precious traces of air 
within the heat and dust he inhaled. He would not make it far in these 
conditions, as the Red Planet was far too unforgiving for an old man such 


as he. 


After walking a few hundred yards, he stopped and sat upon the sandy 
ground, eyeing the wasteland around him. In the distance, jutting just 
barely above the level of the sand, he could see an old, withered street sign 


which read "DEATH VALLEY 2 MILES." 


Reggie stripped off his chestplate and laid his head down upon the padded 
lining inside. He thought of Mike and smiled, secure in knowing that he had, 
in fact, kept his promise to come back for him. He was comfortable knowing 


that soon he would be reunited with his lifelong friend for all eternity. 


Just as he closed his eyes and drifted into his slumber, Reggie thought he 
might have seen the dark silhouette of a very tall man waiting for him in the 


distance. 


‘No more games,’ he thought to himself as his body became one with the 


sands of the remains of Red Planet Earth. 


END 
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